1. These comments were originally presented at "Debating Women and Power in the Middle Ages: A Round Table Discussion" in 2014 at the International Medieval Congress at Leeds. The roundtable was organized by myself and Elena Woodacre and sponsored by Medieval Prosopography and the Royal Studies Network. Other roundtable participants included Theresa Earenfight (Seattle University), Joanna Huntington (University of Lincoln), Therese Martin (Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, Madrid), and Penelope Joan Nash (University of Sydney).
2. The impulse to equate women with power as "extraordinary" continues. Although Ralph Turner's Eleanor of Aquitaine, Queen of France, Queen of England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009) is well grounded in the sources and offers a solid interpretation of Eleanor, it conforms to the outdated assumption that because she had power, Eleanor was somehow extraordinary. In contrast, the collection of essays, Eleanor of Aquitaine: Lord and Lady (New York, NY: Palgrave, 2008) edited by Thankfully, recent scholarship on aristocratic and royal women has abandoned the equation of "Powerful Woman = Extraordinary" and has proven beyond any reasonable doubt that elite women regularly, mundanely, routinely, exercised power of all sorts. 3 Indeed, Constance Berman' s article in this issue provides several case studies that drive home this point. Yet while most recognize that women of the upper classes exercised some sort of power or influence, much remains to be done. In this essay, I would like to make some suggestions as to how to move that conversation forward. My comments will be framed within the context of my own work on the aristocratic families of the lands of the Loire and my new research project, the life of Countess Ermengard of Brittany (ca. 1070-1147), but hopefully they will provide ideas to ponder, adapt, or mff, livingstone http://ir.uiowa.edu/mff/vol51/iss2/ adopt, for others working in different times and places. Three topics will be explored: 1. Pushing beyond "look, women had power"; 2. Minding the gap or rather ignoring the gap; and 3. Charting (or, perhaps more accurately, following) new paths to investigate women's experience and power even more deeply.
Look, Women Have Power!
In the 1980s when I began my dissertation work, women's history was just becoming accepted as "legitimate" (although I was advised not to label myself a women's historian as it would damage my credibility and chances of getting a job). A topic that occupied many doing medieval women' s history was investigating if the models of patriarchy and repression that had come to define women's lives in the Central Middle Ages actually represented noblewomen's experience. Much of this scholarship was in response to the assertions made by Georges Duby about the "male" Middle Ages and the repressive nature of the aristocratic family. To explore these issues, I selected charters as documents of practice in an attempt to eschew the "misogynistic bias" of medieval prescriptive literature that had informed so much of the scholarship to that point. Initially I had hoped to focus just on Adele of Blois, but at that time it was believed there was not enough information extant to examine an aristocratic woman who was not a queen. As Lois Huneycutt reminds us in her contribution to this discussion, the study of queenship was also just beginning to develop at this time, and there was some skepticism among the Old Guard that even queens merited investigation-let alone a paltry countess. (The scholarship of Kimberly LoPrete, Linda Mitchell, Louise Wilkinson, Fredric Cheyette, and Theodore Evergates has since established both the viability and importance of writing the life of an aristocratic woman. 4 ) So instead of a biography, I framed my research as a prosopography of aristocratic families with particular attention to women in those families. 5 Contrary to Duby, who found no women's voices and argued they were marginalized, I discovered lots of women screaming from the charters who were fully fledged, inheriting, and respected members of their family and class. 6 My work on the women of the Chartrain is representative of what many others were doing for other women at different times and places in the medieval world (including the contributors to this issue of Medieval Feminist Forum). This collective scholarship nuanced or outright debunked the powerlessness of what Christine Adams terms the "inherited narrative" that had been crafted by Duby and has established that women did exercise power, formally, informally, over people, places, things, politically, spiritually, artistically, literarily, and so on. No more ink needs to be spilled proving this. Rather it is now time to move on from establishing that women could have power to showing how they actually used it, individually, as part of a ruling couple, as a parent, or collectively. The essays by Tracy Adams and Kathy Krause, however, demonstrate just how entrenched modern scholars' assumptions or misinterpretations of medieval women have become in the secondary sources and how we must work to eradicate them. By demonstrating the inaccuracy of Duby's assertions to literary scholars, Krause's work on merging literature with historical context is particularly critical to moving the conversation forward.
The work of early medievalists might also prove helpful in providing an approach to the question of women and power. These scholars frequently see women ruling alongside of men, yet do not feel the need to prove that a woman exercised power independently. 7 This approach 5. Influenced by German historiography, Annales studies, and social science, prosopography had proven a useful tool in charting lives of medieval aristocrats.
6. Duby famously said "The Middle Ages were resolutely male. All the opinions that reach and inform me were held by men, convinced of the superiority of their sex. has much in common with Theresa Earenfight's description of a queen being the "king' s other body" as a way of understanding how elite women exercised power or embodied the right to rule. In light of recent discussions and panels on medieval queenship, I would suggest that we have perhaps gotten too hung up on formal titles and too preoccupied with gauging women's political power in relation to men. 8 Female rulers from countesses to queens are qualified as somehow "lesser" or not as powerful because they did not have a formal title or undergo some sort of ceremony such as coronation, investiture, or sacralization (although some clearly did). Many elite men did not have formal titles nor was their power ceremonialized, but we do not question their ability to exercise power, determine the course of political events, or stir the political pot.
Writing about how women exercised power is something to be con- The challenge to writing Ermengard's political life will be to explore precisely how she exercised power. And as both Lois Huneycutt and Marie Kelleher suggest in this forum, I will need to be clear in defining what I mean by "power" as "power" existed in many forms-from auctoritas to the quotidian. Ermengard was a politically well-connected woman who held courts, handed out justice, resolved disputes, engaged in diplomacy, and commanded men (much like the countesses described in the romances of the time). But she never "ruled in her own right," "merely" as co-regnant with her husband and then her son. Does this diminish the power Ermengard wielded? The influence she commanded? Does this make her "lesser" than male rulers or male royal favorites? Or those women who ruled alone or in the absence of a husband or son? I don't think so. My aim for this study is to avoid qualifying Ermengard or justifying that she did have power, but to show how she ruled, what she did, whom she influenced, whom and what she controlled. This will provide a context or framework for her power-not how it compared with that of men.
Mind the Gap: Looking Beyond the 1000 Divide
The seminal article, "The Power of Women through the Family, 500-1100" by Jo Ann McNamara and Suzanne Wemple, combined with Duby' s assertions of an eleventh-century transformation in family structure that disadvantaged women to create an unintentional chronological divide in the scholarship. 10 As a result, most scholars focus their the countess, but it tends to be more of a psychological evaluation of Ermengard and her actions rather than a historical analysis of her life 11 Those working in the centuries after 1000 ad tend to be engaged with the question of whether women' s experience did hit a downward trend around the year 1100, as postulated by McNamara, Wemple, and Duby. Although scholars working in other parts of Europe have largely discarded this model of a precipitous decline in women's power after the millennium, Penelope Nash suggests that it still needs to be tested in regard to the experience of elite women in the Holy Roman Empire. In contrast, scholars working before the eleventh century are not as concerned with charting women' s decline in status but rather focus on the ways women did or did not exercise power and influence. Few studies bridge the gap of the divide of the millennium, which has resulted in the assumption that women's experience was somehow fundamentally different post circa 1000 than it was before. Consequently, the assertion that "effective barriers" to women's power "common" post 1000 did not exist in the earlier period has become entrenched.
Further exacerbating this gap is the way political history has been framed. For instance, the debate surrounding the "feudal revolution" as putting an end to the Carolingian world and heralding the development mff, livingstone http://ir.uiowa.edu/mff/vol51/iss2/ of the political order that would come to define France in the Central Middle Ages has created a political chronology that emphasizes difference between the tenth and eleventh centuries. In the historiography of medieval England, the conquest of 1066 has often-and perhaps reasonably so-been seen as a divide between Anglo-Norman and AngloSaxon women. But do these political narratives-often constructed by modern historians-reflect women's experience? Does the insistence on difference overshadow commonalities in women's experience across such geo-political events?
For the realms of the former Carolingian polity, I would advocate that historians working on women need to query if this gap is an artificial barrier resulting from modern constructions of the medieval past. In her contribution to this discussion, Elena Woodacre highlights the continuity of queenship between the medieval and early modern periods. Based on my own work in the Chartrain, I suspect that there may be similar continuities between those aristocratic women living in the tenth century and those in the eleventh or twelfth. Research on the countesses of Brittany confirms this supposition. 12 To place Ermengard in context, I needed to know the lives and experiences of earlier countesses. My preliminary research on these women reveals that the eleventh-century countesses would have had much in common with Ermengard. Like her, they ruled the county with their husbands and sons, supported church reform, were generous ecclesiastical patrons, and central players in the politics of the time. Ideally, I would like to push back into the tenth century for information on the Breton countessess, but given the devastating impact of the Viking raids on Brittany, which resulted in little documentation surviving from the Carolingian period, this may not be possible. The current framework of the eleventh century as a watershed moment in European women's history, I would argue, needs to be re-interrogated, even discarded. It is time to start building bridges to span this gap.
Charting New Paths
To conclude my comments, I'd like to suggest some profitable avenues for adding flesh to the bones of the lives of medieval women. What drew me first to aristocratic women was the question of their standing or role in the medieval family. While the 1980s were a virtual golden age for the study of aristocratic families in particular, and the medieval family in general, studies of family (with a few exceptions) have nearly disappeared from scholarship. Yet examining medieval elite women in the context of their family still provides new insights and understanding. Jonathan Lyon' s recent monograph on the sibling relationships among the princely families of medieval Germany indicates that approaching family dynamics from a horizontal perspective can be fruitful for yielding insight into women's influence and experience. 13 Erin Jordan is taking a similar approach in investigating the lives and relationships of the daughters of King Baldwin III of Jerusalem. Harkening back to Ermengard once again, investigating her relationship with her halfbrother Count Fulk V of Anjou (who went on to become King Fulk I of Jerusalem) has been extremely valuable in understanding Ermengard's interactions with her father as well as her enthusiasm for Cistercian spirituality. 15 Putting women from different backgrounds in dialogue with each other is also a beneficial way of understanding women' s experience. For example, Valerie Garver' s exploration of two women-one noble, the other peasant-revealed much about what shaped the lives of Carolingian women. 16 Investigating Ermengard's relationships with other women, like her stepmother Queen Bertrada, her sisters-in-law, her mother-in-law, and her daughter, will be useful to understanding her life. Looking for aristocratic women's ties-familial, economic, spiritual, geographic, temporal-with other women is a rich vein to follow and mine further.
Anyone who has worked on medieval women has encountered "the wall of silence" in trying to fill in some major gaps in the lives of medieval women. But as Marie Kelleher points out in her essay, "unlooked-for places" need to be identified and examined to flesh out how women-royal, elite, and non-elite-exercised power. Most of us mff, livingstone http://ir.uiowa.edu/mff/vol51/iss2/ have been trained to use texts as the basis of our research. Yet the landscape and material culture has much to tell us about medieval women's history. Moving the focus of my research from the Loire valley to medieval Brittany has reminded me of the importance of understanding the environment and landscape. 17 This knowledge is useful for comprehending how a woman exercising power would negotiate this landscape. By placing ourselves in the neighborhoods, shrines, domestic spaces, and even the larger environment, we can discover much and formulate questions that take may take us in different, profitable, directions. Charlotte Newman Goldy used the lived spaces of the neighborhood of Muriel of Oxford to uncover much about her life and her interactions with other women. 18 Like Lois Huneycutt, I would suggest that material remains can also yield information on lives of elite women. The ground-breaking collection of articles edited by Therese Martin, Medieval Women as the "Makers" of Art and Architecture, has demonstrated the richness of this approach. 19 These essays examine women's interaction with all sorts of material culture, ranging from grand churches to castles to handwork to tombs to manuscripts. Tracing patronage, possession, and design/ execution of material culture can provide unique insight not only into women's connections and relationships with their family, their peers, other women, ecclesiastical communities, but also their spiritual and religious values and needs.
The study of medieval women would also benefit from digital humanities projects that visualize and make data available online. Theresa Earenfight presented her database of non-childbearing royal women at the Royal Network Studies Conference in 2014. This project will be immensely useful to those charting the life cycles of these queens as well as those interested in reproductive or medical issues. Sharing this data will be a tremendous contribution to the field. 20 Similarly, Christian Raffensperger has developed a map that visualizes the marriages of the Kievan Rus' royal family. 21 The visualization of these matches demonstrates just how well integrated the Rusians were into the dynasties-hence politics-of Western Europe, and women were often the vectors for these relationships. Many of us have developed our own databases, catalogues of acts, and biographical registers, but few share this information on the web. Access to such data would help to overcome temporal and geographic separation for the study of medieval women and provide opportunities for collaboration.
The scholarship on medieval women of the last generation has demonstrated the richness of sources that document medieval women' s lives. Theodore Evergates's edition of the cartulary of Countess Blanche of Champagne is a seminal contribution to the history of women as well as a call to arms for others to delve into the sources and create editions of archival material. 22 Tracy Adams's examination of Isabeau of Bavaria reiterates how vital it is for scholars of medieval women to return to the primary sources to strip away centuries of misogyny (intentional and unintentional) and uncritical readings of these documents. The need for new, but also revised, editions of cartularies, pipe rolls, and other sources was highlighted at the "Beyond Exceptionalism" Conference held at Ohio State-Mansfield in September 2015. Conference participants working on women from all over medieval Europe commented that the older editions reflect the preoccupations of earlier generations who were looking for information on political, legal, or administrative history in the medieval documents. As a consequence, clauses and details concerning women were often not of interest and left out. As libraries, such as the British Library, drastically limit access to fragile originals, scholars are encouraged (if not forced) to consult old editions of sources which 20. The database is currently in the final stages of development before it goes "live" on the web.
21. For information on this project, see http://gis.huri.harvard.edu/rus-genealogy/about-the-project.html 22. Theodore Evergates, ed., The Cartulary of Countess Blanche of Champagne (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010).
